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. F\v%' , | . GBinger Van Blaricd

THE EFFECT OF PASSAGE ORGANIZATION ' 1
ON WAIN IDEA COMPREHENSION AT ‘)’HREE RESPONSE LEVELS / |
\ |

Unlver51ty of Wisconsin~{ladison -

Sandra Mhlte

tEStSi Desplte 1ts Frequent appearance (an consequently, 1ts

G

cpmprehen51pn. The result is that, for somg|people, main idea .

»

cpmprehen51pn is then ppn51dered to be a 51 'ﬁe, simp;e ppmprehen§£pn
that, m%in'idea

1 1 g

task, It was the pplnlpn of the 1nvest19atpr

comprehension is-definitely not a single, simdle taekg‘-lnstead,‘

'- ) - “ . X "b ’ 2 : . ’ - /

it is prpppsed that main, idea‘cpmpregansipn may really be several e
J

related but distinct tasks. ,Tp test this npti Ny twp Factprs that

~» might afFect ppmprehen51pn of "the maln 1dea Wereg 1splated and studled.

. » . .
The twp'faptprp Were: . passage prgaanatlpn and aim idea question

7 .

" “type. Two glestions were 7hé focus pF-this'stud
- . \ .

- . P
-

: (1)  is ca%prehen51pn of the main idea affkcte
- prganlzatipn of the passages read? A

-

(2)‘ Is ppmprehen51pn pF the ma1n Ldea aFFeTte

type of ma1n ldea question-asked?
v oe ¢ -

\

’ and main 1dea questlpn type is presented in, the\Fpl owing.sections.

-

T The first section is a review of the 11terature related tp
) .
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passage organization and comprehension. The second.is specific to
comprehension and main idea question type..

Passage Organization and Cdmprehensidn

Karlin (1971) says that the ablllty to comprehend is
enhanced when.the reader sees the re1atldnsh1ps amdng the o
1deas in a passage and recognizes the structure that ties the *
sentences tdgether; A main idea ccmprehensidn task usually !

requires reading several statements in a paesage and synthesizing
»
these ideas into a single central thought. It seems reasonable to

assume that passage organization may be a factor that affects
. F .

‘main idea ccmprehensiqn.. . v
v ’ ’ : 1

Uaken, Wlenervand Crdmer (19?1) attempted to determlne

.whether the ab111ty“tu drganlze passage content aFFects cdmprehen51dn..

.

They compared subjects' ability to drganlze_lnFcrmatlcn with their

. ability td'ccmprehendJa paasage. AThey found that even when a reader
can decdde wards readily, he.may have difficulty comprehending a
passage 1F he does nct’drganize the ideas presented in a
meanlngfbl,way. They.suggested that: (1] reading instructidn shduld

focus on teachlng drganlzatldnal‘technlques..and (2) that Fdr some

readers, preorganized materlal should be prdv1ded to Facllltate
AN

-

ccmprehen51dn. .
Ausubel and Fltzgerald (1962) studied the effect of an

advanceJdrganlzer~dn passage ccmprehen51dn. Accdrdlng to Ausubel

(1962) the advance. orgapizer does the following for the reader: -
LT | (The advance organizer) (a) gives hima  »
g ' . general overview of the more detailed material

in advance of his actual confrontation with it,
and (b) also provides organizind elements
that are inclusive of and take into account °

“ most relevantly and efficiently the particular ’
content contained in this material. (p. 22T] e




Ausubel and Fitzgerald found that when they DrDMidBH an advanee-»
organizer, passage tomprehension improved for subjects with

little verbal ability, but remained unchanged for subjects with

average dr-abdve-average ability.
L ]

Smlth and Hesse (1969) sLudied the effect of an oral

cognltlve organizer on passage comprehensldn of gpld and poor

[

readers. Like the advance organizer, the dral cognltlve drganlzer'

' familiarized thesreader with the general cnntent and drganlzatldn

.

of the passage read. Smlth and Hesse found that the oral cognltlve

: )

organizer had llttle effect on passage comprehens;dn Fdr the o

-good reader, but did have a slganlcant p051t1ve eFFect on the poor

/

N
e ¥

readers® ability to determlne passage main 1dea.

A study on passage drganlzat;dn and comprehensldn qu1te e

\

'different from the previous studies was ddne by Gagne (1969).

Gagne studied, the effect of 1nsert1nq a passage organizer in

passage content on factual recall. A passage organizer was ’

a topic *sentencesglesigned to help the reader relate the

facts presented. Gagne asked subjects to reca&j Fac:tsn
presented bdth with and without passage drganlzers (1.e., tdplc
\sentences) and found that facts were retalned slgnlflpantly
moge often when they were drganlzed for the subjects with a

\ passage orkganizer. )

\ . . .

Cne purpose DF thls study was to determlne whether |

-

" main 1dea comprehensldn is affeeted by the drganlzatldn dF the

4

passages read. Frdm the studles done on passage drganlzatldn ahd '

-

W comprehensldn,'lt wduld seem that the ablllty to detect or sense‘
passage organization aFFects comprehensldn:_ From the Ausubel and
Fitzgerald, Smith and Hesse, and Gagne studies it also seems

)
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nrgani'attdn may merdve comprehension-at }eaﬁt for subJects

S

of low verbal ability or For those subjects 1ﬁent1Fied as:

pddr‘xeaderso In thls study, theﬁeFFect of a passage
g

nrgan zer (toplc sentence) on the abillty td identify main -

idea fas' tested.

+

Quesﬁldn Type

The level of response: requlred by the type *of main idea

‘QUe_tldn'asked was 1dent1Fied as another Factdr that mlght

«,aFF'ct peerrmance on a8 main idea comprehension task.“

Uttd, Barrett, and Koenke (1969) tested second and FlFth

Ad "

'\grade chlldrens ablllty to generate a main 1dea statement for-

Y A

~paSsagEs read. They qund that the second grdde subJects were,

not able td generate adequate main idea statements, but wer

able to respdnd Wlth accurate tltle like statements. They

14

suggested “that Further research mlght 1nd1cate that 1nstructldn

im deriving a #dpmal main 1dea statement (a more sophisticated

o

main idea task)-shduld‘be postponed until the later

elementary school years., .

«

Jdilliams and Stevens (19?2) asked subJects in grades 3 6

-

tg (1) underline the tdplc sentence in passages that they

read, and - (2) write a title for the passages « \Like the Uttd,

“Barrett, Koenke study, Williams and Stevens found that 50

D# the SUbJECtS were able to wrlte an acceptable t1t1e, wh;le .

'Fewer (4DA) could underllne the tdplc sentence. SR

A sUrvey of a.few basal reading serles revealed that mdst
\
of the authdrs of - elementary readlng texts believe that
gettlng the main idea" is an aspect dF,comprehem81dn-that

- .
» 6 "
. . i . -
’

B
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should be included in reading instruction. Even though the

basal texts that were surveyed ﬁrovidea'activities For
teaching "maiq idea" tHere was ah,incoqsistency among the
f © activities, which seemed to suggestva lack'uF?consensus
chncerning a deF;nlthn DF this aspect of cnmprehenslon. ' L
In some oF the act1v1t1es, students were asked to ldentle
a topic by'chooslng~the best title of a‘;electionJ At the - ’
lower 1evis‘oF one series, selecting ‘the best titlg'was used | - '
.to measure the abiltty td identiﬁy,the tggig ggé the ability |
to determine the main igea; At the epper levels eF,this

same series, distinctions were made between topic, main topic,

~~

and main idea. " - Coe o ;
am—— —-w-—p-,— . . . ‘ .
. Because(of the results of the research that has been -
L] "‘: " \
done in this area, and because of, the 1nconslstency among .;gg

_maln idea activities in the elementary basal readlng serles,
the second purpose of this study was to determlne w ether ' _ S
main idea comprehension 1s‘aFFected_by_thewtype of /main 1dea ;. .
question askdd. © In this study, -three main_idea questien types: .
. were ideﬁtiFied,Aeach‘requiring what was considefed to .be
’ three distinct resaonse.levels. A tggigvmain idea question
reqﬁired a one- to three-word reseeHSe that told-generally
’\rwhat the passage was all about. A title maih‘idea~question s
asked for a topic made more exp11c1t by quallfyers such as ) ) i ,

preposltlonal phrases, adjectives, adverbs. A'maln idea statement

question reauired a complete sentence that told what the entire’

o .. . .
passage was about, 1l.e., 3 topic sentences

Procedure

’

Subjeets

Q - Wisconsin pubch school wefe the subJects for thls study. The




. \
subjeets were selected on a random basis from the total population.

of 150 third and fourth grade children in this schoole. Only
third and fourth grade subjects reading &t a 3.0 grdde level
or better ‘on the Reading Comprehension Subtests of the Stanford

Achievement Test (Prlmary Levels 2 and 3 respectlvely).were

included in the study to assure that all subJectsﬂmnuld be able .

to successfully decode the test passages. ' . -,
Materials T | L.

Y

. [ . .-

Twenty test passages were written for this stwdy. Ten of

! . Lo,

the 20.passages had no pasbage‘nrganiier, i.e., topic sentence.
H - . T e

THe remaining passages'were ;}bnt;cal to.the first ten i@i

caontent, but passage,nrganizers or -topic sentenceﬁyhad been ° : //S’

added. Each‘passage ranged in length from 50 to 60 mcrds’and .

had a readability'scnre of betwedn Zaé and 2.9, accncqing to the
Scache Readability Formula. HWMost of the passages were FactuaL{
while a few wete narrative. Each passage had five to six sentences'
that suppnfted the main idea. Three questiqns testing general'tép;c,

title, and main idea statement recognition were written for
| . ,

each passage. The topic questinn‘required a one- to three-word
general respnnse to the main ideaMaF the passage. ThHe title

qaesticn asked for a. tcpic plus a qualiFiera A summagy of all the

details in the form of a complete sentence was requlped in the

main 1de -statement vestion. The. 1ncorrect ‘answer CthCES Fnr each
q Q

o

question referred to details fynm the passages. The ‘questions
A
N

' P .

were ordered random}y for each passage.

Testing Procedure

. Ind1v1dua1 test booklets were assembled using a multlple

matrix sampllng prncedure tn assure that each nF the twenty» . s

-




" The results pF the ahalysis of variance for the 3nd and 4th

‘subjects are giveh‘in Tables .1 anng. oo

f. '\
. — .
r ? ' ‘ .
passages w%s dlstrlagted randomly ampng subJects. Via his‘
\ :
prpcedure( each subject was/asslgned ten different passages, .,

. . / " - '
five with passage prganlzers, and Flve.wlthut. Thus, ever;\ -

L ) : L
subject read and responded o 30 main idea questions: five topic, , 7
\ o/

Five'title; and five Matq\iqea statement guestions each on passages
with and'withmut prgapizefs. Each‘pf the twenty passages was read. by
FlFteen subjects at bpth the third and the Fpurth grade levels."t@

v
After, the passages were asslgned to the 1nd1v1dua1 bppklets, the ot
- ] v a .
items within each booklet were ordered on. a random ba51s.-..' T

The SUbJECtS were tested wlthln thelr ciassrp ms their : .
regular classroom teachers. The, test As adml 1st:>e\ <h\\ .

s;ttlngs, apprUX1mate1y 25 mlnutes each. - The te hpwever

?

npt tlmed. Fpllpwlng an example item, the subJects wprkéq .
N \

1ndependent1y; "help with pronunciation was g1ven when-hecessary.

i % h ’ \ A . //_/\

L

Results = | . ,. - N

The design of the study was'a 3x2 randomized block with =~

repeated measdres on both factors (Klrk, 1968] The Factpfs\;H

were (1) Questlpn type, i.e., topic, t1t1e, nd main idba

statement, and (2) passage prgaﬁizatipn--np organizer, '‘organizer.

. S \ ' . \ \ q
/' Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here / ' o\

N
<

7
® - - ~.

1 As indicated by the twp tables, the prganlzatlpnauarlable

was s1gn1F1cant at the 01 lsgel for the fourth grade subJects.

-

-Ft was not slgniFlcantl hpwever,_fpr(the 3rd grade subjects.

9

o]
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|
|
AN
|
*
v »

-grades, again at the .Dl'level. No sigﬁi?icant interaction

dbetweeppfact?rs was found for eitHer population. The

;but not examlned in this study, as the prim;iy inferest cpncerned'

ftreatment’ rathen than subject leFerences.

_very hlgh.' Thrs was espe01a11y true of the tpplf'and title..

.miiﬁs for both passages-wlth and without Drganlzers. '.%" .

,the 3rd and, 4th grade subJects was greater Fpr passages with

yippic, then title, then malnAIdea statement questions, in that

)
»
o
- e S
[ anil- I
v
2

N
@

The questipn\type_variable was significanﬁ for both,the 3rd and 4th

3 , “

» o

slgnlflcant subJects eFFect For both samples was expectedq

7.

s

o

The cell” means for both the ‘third &nd derth grade subJects

are glven i Table 3. The hlghest mean scpre DOSs;ble,Fpr each. -~
v : : " > . . e
resppnse type was SV% The mean response for each category wasf o

Al
L]
. o ¢ ‘e

"/. Insert fableDS about here / : R
. | .

Pdssage Organizatign

As indicated injfaple 3, the'pverallimean re;p&dse Fprprth E
prgan&zere thaanpr passages wlthput. The means for- the thlrd
graders were #.57 with prganlzer and 4,52 wlthput, whlle for .

the Fpurth graders the: means were 4. 58 and 4 16, respect1vely.
As.stated ear11er, this leFerence was'slgnlflcant for the Fpurth
grade subje;ts only. Alrhgugh third‘graders tended:tpvpave higher
means ph passages wrgh pranizers,gﬂhe ahaiysis‘pf yariance '

revealed that‘theseadiFFerences‘were not significant.

- Question Type ) o | , L .g 3 _ & o

Lppklng at the“means in Table 3, it is clear that for bpth

3rd and 4th grade SUbJECtS, the mean responses wereuhlghest for

5

L . ; L C . : SRR
) .‘~—‘0 3 10 "‘ L o )




across: passage prganlzat;pnj for the thlrd graders were R

: leFerence was found between tpp;c and t1t1e:resppnses: This

“‘Passage Drgan\zatlpn . . [

order. . Th1s was true for passages.w1th prganlzers as well as for

thpse passages WlthDUtor The bverall means (1.e.. the average

o~

4,8 on tpplc, 4, 58 on t1tle,:and 4526 on maln 1dea statemgnt

questlpns, mhlle Fpr the Fourth graders, the cprtesppndlngomeans-

Ed

were 4, ?3? 4, 46 and 3, 93. A Tukey s’ ppst hpc analysls was

»

peerrmed on. these’ means tp-determlne-any s1gn1F1cant diFFerencep
o
The leFErence between tpplc and. maln idea statement means was

slganlcant at(the .Dl level Fpr bpth the third and Fpurth gradeg

SUbJECtS- The tltle and- main- idea: statement response d1FFerence

:was alsp s1gn1F1cant for bpth grade levels. No srgnlﬁlcant

]

might be attributed 'to the limitation of‘ the test range, i.e., most
4 ‘ A ’

of the SUbJECtS resppnded\cprrectly tp the tpplc and title
questlpns. , . f -

- - ’ .
DlSCUSSan , , .

- v

1s C@mprehensldn of the main 1dea aFFected _1 the

W

prgunlzatlpn-pF ‘the passages-read? The results UF thls study

<

Q 0
lend addltlpnal suppprt to the nptlpn that passage prgadizatlpn

may aFFect reading comprehenulpn ; In th1s study, dne aspectpr <
e .

'passage eréanrﬁ)tlpn was 1dentb ied and 1ts effect dn a\slngle.j ’
.A ¢

aspect of readlng mdmprehenslpn was tested. It: ma;%Fpund that

main Ldea cpmprehenslpn was greater on passages w1th prgaglzers@.t

at;leasthpr one sagple. @That is, the scures mere s1gn1F1eantly

greater op passages wlth orgamizers for the fourth, but ot for

i, . . ’ . .
s o . - o . - B s
. Al > . . "o, . N . 9
- PO } i .
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; the th~rd déade subJects.'-Gne explanation for the.thipd .~
: grade egulté is_oFFefed for discussion here. As stated ing _ L
; the 1ntrﬂ%ﬂciion to thi researchers have
« i. ] . ‘.-
. 1nveatlgat%d”bhe effects .
’ [ . . \.
comprehens « - They. ha; ,
- ° R T . e - P
aFFect‘moorfrgaders' comgrehension, but haye little effect on- . . = °
. KRR . N . I .
¢

. ' l-""’tv °. .

not to or@am;ze fha«ﬁe ]
P“ For organL21n§\pa % - ) “‘5
L ; - ‘

X CGmprehan510ﬂ. AR g
0 2 4 \y
k4 e

kS .

: n_undouhtably o
. L b S ‘i.)
\ llmlted than%hlcd g:ade sample ¢a“gqnd 5% The Fouffﬁ‘ e P
p .‘_ .- *\,ﬂ‘ FL ‘._. ‘ i '- 1 ', @

i grade sampke,&ommthexnther hand, couldf i ;_,‘ ﬂﬂSelatr«-\/ely S
f'7;f7 . Rper a5¢well aS'ngﬂ readérs., Compa ehrts Bt the: ¢ o< -
‘\'f v thlrd and faufth grade subgects seams tﬂ'é;pp {thls polnt‘ , ‘
A, oy I h CUTEE T
L Thé tapbc,.tatlé, and maln 1dea statement meansfn"passages wlth -

SRR L S -f*Q'~'9 : S )
’Tﬁ,i 5‘~For Déssagea wlfhout Drganlters ‘ actually h;gher Fnrbo e .
"‘ : ! g, L) ® ,» o .
e the thrrH gra e,than Fbr the Fbujth gradeésubﬁects,ﬁymplying T
AN Ir : . it _ . - -
‘5th1rdxgﬁede superlorlty o If 1t ‘were true thabﬁbqod readers -“3
Fi Yo - . B , ¢ -




e Yo s e ‘ i»/ . 11

- vl ’ | _ c . N N
,oeneFitylittle from organizational aids, -then it would not

&

be surprising that no signiticant differences were found bétween .
T Passages with and ‘without organizers Far the third grade

sample, yet were evident For the more dlverse “fourth grade

qﬁr 3 o
: . -poﬁ&lation. While this explanatlon 1s conJecture, it does ); :

appear to warrant 1nvest1gat1on.

: . One implication of this study is the agparent need to .

‘

ﬁaevaluate the materlals ch11dren are expected to comprehend. o s

(3

' More spechlcally, It ‘is important to conslder passage(kx;m;ﬂ)r

‘organization yhen asklng for maln Ldea comprehenslon, bearing -
I
in mind that itNis easier to comprehend the main idea of
- ‘ . o . [y
passages with organizers than without. This does nat mean

_~'_‘ that main ldea should be taught uslng passages wlth \\age

organizers or top1c sentences onIy, or: that all passages should

- ¥

s 1 WhaVe well developed topic sentences. but rather, that it 1s

1mportant to acknowledge the leFerences between ‘the two

B D

A main idea tasks. A teachlng sequence that acknowledges

these diFFerences would 1nc1ude teachlng main idea of passages">

&
with topic sentences prior to teaching main 1dea oF ssages.
W p.i

A

wlthout.
' This study raises several guestions abput the effect of
passage organizatiog on comprehension.'”The role of a;passage

organizer in o nlzlng materlals for poor readers should . -
. .
be‘investiga}ed. If 1nsert1ng a top1c sentence into passage -
content -increases comprehenslon-perFormance for poor readersy -
£ - \ . . .

. LN . R ,\ » . i ' .
P then more attention should be given to using topic gentences

“ as comprehension tools for poor readers. Second, a passage .

. - at
] [ AT . . . s N '

v Ty PR ! \
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-organizeT, or topic sentente, is dnly one aspEct of passage{

td suggest that there may be levels of main idea comprehensldn. " .

N ’

organization, Other aspects shOulg be 1dent1F1ed, and their
ot
eFFects on reading comprehEnsldn determlned. /E&nally, the LT

eFFects of ™ passage drganlzatlpn on tasks other than main 1dea
N

cqmprehensldn shpuld ‘be studled. «Even though-a topic sentence

v v

drganlzes cont%gt and ailds 1dent1F1cat10n of the main idea,' , ’,_'

1t~m1ght not Pac1lltate 3dmppehend1ng passage detalls,
~

understandlng sequence,'or draw1ng cpnc1u51dns._'

Questldm Tibe' . R '. ' "4 : ~ v , | ,

Is comprehénsldn dF the maln 1dea affected by the type

- % -

dF main 1dea guestldn asked? The Flndlngs of the. study seam

In th1s study, at least twd dlscrete main idea response levels

were 1dent1F1ed- a general response (tdplc or t1t1eT‘and ‘a

s e —

more dlscrlmlnatlng response (maln idea statement) Baséd
on these Flndlngs, the-teachlng and testing of main 1dea )
&

compnehensldn stuld ackndwiedge the leFerences Letween B

k| r—
tdplc/tltle and maln'ldea statement questioning. They seem to
K ' ‘ ! ,’r

be twd d1FFerent tasks, dne deldusly easier th&h the dther.

It would appear. that the type of maln idea questidn asked by T ;'§

the teacher or the testmaker wduld depend on thegdbgectlve .

of the instruction or aSsessment. If the- DbJECthE of o B
1nstruct10n or assessment 1s~; general awargness dﬁ#tge?*’, .

passage content, then tdplc/tltle quesﬂﬂpgrﬁg nay be approprlate. oL
IF the goal of 1nstruct10n or assessment is a Flneé level K | ,;

of main idea discrimlnatldn, then qUestidns that ask for ‘, L.
TN ' . . L ’
more thah a general respdnSe wduld be requ1red. T ’

PR :‘

Frmm the Flndlngs DF th1s study, a stslble 1nstructldnal

. . . _ . _' { N S ‘.j

- ) . Y . . s
. . . \ |




4

-

. , ) - , . Lt . Y . [
sequence'could.be.inFerred., An'lnstructlonal sequence for -
maln idea comprehenslon might begln wlth teachlng the chlld

to ldertify a toplc or- gftle prior to worklng with identiFying

¥
topic sentences or summary sta¢ements- } ' .

Future reswsfch mlght attempt to test the hypothesis

‘that SUbJECtS at any grade level can learn te;respond to

” i
- . * -

a main idea task at any response level. 2

-

. { T
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oo - R Table’ 1 -
LN ' o ‘ -, . \
. L THE ANALYSIS OF VARIANGE FOR"THIRD CRADE SUBJECTS -
IS u.- . - . - 4"‘ . -
. Séurce g . SS df Ms ‘ F -
-Subjects - 21.38333 29 .737356  5.3821 *
OrganizetﬁNOVOrg9nizer .13889 1 v .138839 .3565 .,
A ‘Topic/Title/Main’Idea =, 8.63333 ° 2. 4.316666  11.1409 *
. Interaction B R B i 2 . . .105556 27099 - |
L.« 56.18311 " .38746 R

/

©

Pl .

L '\ THE ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR FQURTH GRADE'SUE&ECTS

- . *24.0], _ o

”

LY
Ca

Table 2 - '

’

)

. 2 ' B .' X R . ! - ER '.'- m\ \
R ~’Source 8S © df ©.Ms F ...
e . — . * R . v
. Subjects | 77.9778 29  2,688889 6.4179 . *
R * Organizer/No Organizer  8.0222 . 1 8.02223 .« 19, 146 - * a\
St L Topie/Title/Main qua 19.9111 | 2 9.95554 23.76023 *
‘ o . - Interagtion . 1.6444 2  .82221 1.9623
. Residual 607550 145 241900 '

'A*2<*.01'

g
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. Table 3

.

' .. €ELL MEANS FOR THIRD AND. FOURTH GRADE SUBJECTS

BY QUESTION TYPElAND PARAGRAPH ORGANTZATION

-

.

————

.

L]

Title

. Main Idea- .

Across’.
‘Topic/Title/
Maiq'Idea

. Organizer

»

No Organizer

. ‘'l Across Urganlzatiun

L]

Organtzer

* No Otganiier

.

_ 'Acros;s Organization

4.73

4.56.
"4.60°

4.58

4.26
4.46

4.33
4.20
" 4.26

3.60

3.93°

4.57
452

4.55

4.16

4.37




